XVII.   ROSES OF OMAR
TTT was high summer when Khwajah Nizami of
JL Samarkand arrived with his caravan at Nai-
shapur. On all sides the lavish bounty of the
Persian harvest was in evidence. Apricots,
magnificent in their tawny abundance, drooped
heavily from verdant boughs; the full-blown
blossoms of rose and jasmine everywhere carpeted
the sun-baked earth, and the doves in their cotes,
saturated with sunlight, seemed to croon somnolent-
ly, in the noontide heat, of ripeness drawing nigh.
Khwajah Nizami ordered his men to halt at a
place outside a garden wall, a place coo] and
sheltered from the penetrating midday glare. The
camels sank superciliously to rest where the ground
was soft with new-fallen rose leaves. A flagon of
wine was brought forth and Khwajah with his
friends, Rasool and Rustum, settled themselves in
comfort on the sweet-smelling grass. Rasool, a
rotund, jovial fellow with a moustache like a little
white mouse, anticipated a pleasant sleep to offset
the dusty journey from Shiraz, and Rustom, a
prosperous official well-satisfied with life, found
solace in lovingly fingering a favourite hookah.
Khwajah alone was silent and preoccupied. For
a long while he stared up into the tapestry of
leaves formed by the branches of the fruit trees
protruding over the garden wall.
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